Many neurodiverse individuals experience isolation in adult life with a significant percentage reporting never engaging in long term romantic relationships. Such social isolation can result in critical behavioral and mental health problems such as anxiety, addiction, and depression. Online socialization platforms can aid in relationship building as they are void of many complexities present in face-to-face communication.
INTRODUCTION
Existing research highlights the isolated lifestyle many individuals with autism experience [8] . We use the term "neurodiverse" to refer to individuals who identify as individuals with autism. A recent study with neurodiverse individuals (N=60) reported that 59% were not in a relationship during the study, while 41% were never involved in any romantic relationship [1] . Researchers reported that neurodiverse individuals often feel a lack of real friendships and a sense of depression and anxiousness due to social isolation [4, 15] . Lack of positive relationships can lead to behavioral and mental health problems such as anxiety, depression, and addiction [5, 8] .
Neurodiverse individuals experience difficulty forming relationships through traditional, face-to-face methods due to various deficiencies in social skills [6, 8] . Research highlight that online socialization sites [7, 9, 10] and gaming communities [8, 11] show promise in supporting relationship building. While promising, neurodiverse individuals report difficulty with missed intonation and emotion in text-based communication in such platforms as they offer minimal social cues [8, 16] . Studies highlighted that exaggeration and outright lying is prevalent in many social communities, making them extremely difficult to navigate [12, 13, 16] . Revealing personal information on social platforms can raise the risk of being ostracized, contributing to stress [4] .
Our research goal is to understand how can we design an effective online socialization platform that neurodiverse individuals can use to create and maintain lasting relationships? As a first step, we conducted an exploratory study consisting of semi-structured interviews, requirement elicitation using prototype reviews, and an informal evaluation of the refined prototype. Our study reveals that there is a need for better designed socialization platforms. We identified a set of design features that were considered effective in fostering relationship building and maintenance, including interest-based matching, emotion-aware communication, and personalized environment.
EXPLORATORY STUDY
Our exploratory study consisted of semi-structured interviews with 5 neurotypical and 5 neurodiverse individuals. Interview questions focused on understanding friendship and romantic relationship history, preferences for socialization platforms, and a discussion about a set of "preferred" features. To elicit requirements for an effective socialization platform, we showed users a prototype platform, "Connection", emphasizing that this is only a prototype and users were encouraged to review the prototype and discuss features they liked, disliked, felt were missing or should be removed. The interview and the prototype review sessions were conducted on the same day. Based on Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. interview findings and feedback from review, we refined the design of Connection and conducted an informal evaluation with six potential users.
CONNECTION
Connection focuses on aiding users in finding and sustaining long term friendships and relationships, and emphasizes on emotion-aware communication, interest-based matching, and accessibility (see Figure 1 ).
Interest-based Contact Matching
Connection utilizes 2 types of filters: Hard filters encompass features like age, gender, sexuality, distance, relationship type, which are used to exclude all potential contacts that don't fit this scope. Soft filters are used to sort matches based on interest compatibility. Users can select between 3-5 "interests" to apply to their search (music, games, and sports) and within each category can specify 3-5 "genres" (from a default list or user-provided). Users can add weights to the interests on a percentage scale to reflect the relative importance of a specific category. The matching algorithm finds contacts that have similarly weighted interests and computes a compatibility score, which is displayed when showing matched contacts. To reduce the amount of "match farming", where a user accepts matches without looking at profiles [3] , in Connection, users must view a match's profile before accepting it. We used an interlock forcing function [14] to encourage users to "reflect" before selecting a match.
Emotion-aware Messaging
To decrease the ambiguity of a sender's message, Connection utilizes emoticons and colors as additional channels. A series of emotions are available to users, which they can use to convey their tone/emotion. This design was chosen to aid users explicitly conveying their emotions to supplement written text.
Features Designed to Enhance Engagement
Connection contains features that aim to enhance participant engagement. First, Connection uses a badge-based reward system, which highlights member's strength in specific areas. These badges can be obtained by achieving specific milestones and can be displayed in a user's profile. For example, a "Good Communicator" badge can be obtained by keeping up communications with a contact. Second, Connection uses a message fading system inspired by the popular dating site, Bumble [2] , where contacts fade out with long inactivity. This fading can show contacts with whom a user recently and frequently contacted, but also can indicate a need for "reaching out".
FINDINGS
Intuitive messaging is desired, but careful design is needed to maintain an aesthetically-pleasing interface: All participants expressed a general liking for the emotion-aware messaging system. One neurotypical participant expressed concern that attaching emoticons with every message could make the interface cluttered. In future prototypes, users will be able to opt out of the system unless conversing with someone who has it set to "always on".
Support for personalization can lead to better engagement:
Every participant wanted to have more control over how their profile was displayed and what types of information they wanted to see about others. For example, participants expressed an interest to customize chat nicknames, color themes, night-mode, etc. as they felt that such personalization would enable them to express themselves clearly and also help them better understand potential matches. Combining relationship building and maintenance requires careful design: Almost all participants felt discomfort in using an app with dating functions to maintain relationships. Most interviewees mentioned deleting their dating apps upon finding a romantic partner, as having it would indicate they are still looking.
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTION
We designed Connection as a prototype that can help elicit users' needs and desires pertaining to relationship building and maintaining platforms. User feedback was positive towards Connection and the general design ideas utilized, with users expressing high interest in emotion-aware messaging and interest-based matching algorithm. All participants mentioned wanting to meet people who share their interests and commented that knowing shared interests can make communication more effective.
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